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Abstract 
This thesis is a case study of the exhaustion of the progressive public policy 
approach to Aboriginal governance. Using poststructuralist and constructivist 
theory and interpretive ethnographic research methods, it finds that the 
progressive approach rests on notions of solidary culture, unitary identity and 
binary difference, and the cause of Aboriginal circumstances to be the oppressive 
power of the colonial and later Australian state, to which Aborigines have been 
innocently victim. The logic has been that the acknowledgement of particularity, 
provision of culturally-appropriate services and support for self-determination 
would facilitate a recovery of culture and self and thence enhanced capacity to 
engage in national society.  
 The thesis recognises the early usefulness of the approach but documents its 
contemporary exhaustion as Aboriginal political elites find it in their interests to 
elaborate the same notions and logic and impose on their constituents a restrictive 
regime of normative Aboriginality. It finds that contemporary Aboriginal 
Tasmanian and settler-Australian ‘cultures’ are ambiguously different and that 
Aborigines are subjectively multiple. Moreover, in their everyday lives they 
negotiate the small differences that distinguish them from other Australians and 
thus are able to be both Aborigines and citizens.  
 Contrarily, progressive Aboriginal governance, in schooling and other spheres, 
makes this demotic negotiation of dual consciousness more difficult to achieve. 
For their different governing ends, which inhere in having Aborigines choose 
either Aboriginality or citizenship, both the administrative state and Aboriginal 
politics manipulate a notional binary difference between a mythic Aboriginality 
and normal citizenship. Their interests align to press Aborigines into a certain 
particularity, apparently unable to grow beyond it without losing it, and making it 
difficult for them to also be participatory citizens.  
 This hegemonic discourse has many Aborigines perform a masquerade of the 
authorised Aboriginality and in that way problematise the capabilities to negotiate 
the complexities of being both Aboriginal and Australian that they otherwise 
employ in their everyday lives. This unnecessarily compromises their relationship 
with settler-Australia, contributing to a sense of alienation and poor educational 
and health outcomes. The thesis argues that it is the attempt to simplify actual 
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complexity that has led progressivism to become counter-productive in this way. 
It considers the national implications of these dynamics and argues that a better 
negotiation of the tensions between cultural particularity and citizenship relies on 
the acknowledgement by policy-makers of the interculturality, identity ambiguity, 
causal multi-dimensionality and agency of the objects of policy that are 
Aboriginal Australians’ lived reality.  
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ATSIC  Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission (now defunct) 
ASSPA  Aboriginal Student Support and Parental Awareness Program 
ALCT   Aboriginal Land Council of Tasmania (statutory body which owns 
and is responsible for Aboriginal lands, including Oyster Cove, 
Wybalenna and parts of Cape Barren Island)  
BSI   Bass Strait Islands (community)  
CAR   Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation 
DD-B   Dolly Dalrymple-Briggs (community) 
FC-S   Fanny Cochrane-Smith (community) 
GoT   Government of Tasmania 
HREOC  Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission 
IHEAC   Indigenous Higher Education Advisory Council 
RCIADIC  Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody 
TAC   Tasmanian Aboriginal Centre  
TALSC  Tasmanian Aboriginal Land and Sea Council  
TDoE   Tasmanian Department of Education 
NAEP   National Aboriginal Education Policy 
NAIDOC  National Aboriginal and Islander Day of Observance Committee 
NIELNS  National Indigenous English Literacy and Numeracy Scheme 
OAA   Office of Aboriginal Affairs  
SOSE   Studies of Society and the Environment 
VET   Vocational Education and Training 
 
v 
 
Prefatory Notes  
The thesis refers to a single Aboriginal Community that includes the entire 
Aboriginal population of the state. This Community has been imagined into being 
for political and administrative purposes, is now of use to Aboriginal political 
actors in their negotiation with the state and beginning to have a certain reality 
and reality effects. That notional Community is though, internally very divided, in 
part due to disparate historical roots, in part written histories that have authorised 
certain elements of the population and not others, in part the result of different 
responses to state categorisation and policy, and in part simply change over time, 
as people have integrated into the wider community. The single ‘Community’ is 
actually comprised of three foundational communities, each of which was 
founded in the colonial period.  
 The largest and most powerful of these foundational communities, that of the 
Bass Strait Islanders, is descended from the sealers and Aboriginal women who 
established a community in the eastern Islands of the Bass Strait. Some Bass Strait 
Islanders still live on Cape Barren and Flinders Islands, but are otherwise 
dispersed around the state and elsewhere. This community is referred to in the 
thesis as ‘the core community’. The two other foundational communities are those 
established by Aboriginal women who were part of the remnant population in the 
nineteenth-century but married colonists and established independent families. 
Fanny Cochrane-Smith and her husband settled at Nichols Rivulet in the 
D’Entrecasteaux Channel area in the south-east of the state. Some of their 
descendants continue to live in the Channel and nearby Huon Valley area, while 
many live in the cities and towns of Tasmania and the Australian mainland. The 
third family and in time community was established by Dolly Dalrymple-Briggs 
and her husband at Latrobe, on the north-west coast of the state. Their 
descendants live in the surrounding area and elsewhere. These two communities 
are less powerful than the Islander community in the dynamics that are the subject 
of the thesis. The three are abbreviated in the thesis as on the preceding page. 
 The people of these three communities, and a number of others who are not 
affiliated with any of those communities, are officially defined as Aborigines. 
However, informally the Aboriginality of many is questioned, and their claims to 
fraternity with the Bass Strait Islanders denied by the Islanders in their role as 
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cultural and political gatekeepers. A small number of individuals from the DD-B 
and FC-S communities have managed to gain general (if not total, as will be seen) 
acceptance as Aborigines, and to take positions of significant political power 
within the core community and make significant contributions to the politics that 
is dominated by the Islanders. These individuals are part of an analytic category 
that is referred to in the thesis as the ‘core community plus’. The non-Islander 
members of this political elite achieve this distinction by their social participation 
and political activism and their negotiation of their somewhat liminal status. This 
contestation is a central part of the politics and is developed over the course of the 
thesis.  
 The thesis is based in part on data from semi-structured interviews, as listed in 
Appendix 1, where the name of interviewee and date of interview is included. In 
the text, these interviewees are referenced with the letters AS for Aboriginal 
student or AA for Aboriginal adult, and the date of interview. Though all 
interviewees are given names in the Appendix, only the more central are named in 
the text. With other references, such as observations of, or comments made by 
teachers or participants in activities in which I was involved, the relevant date is 
included in the text. 
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